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Before the advent ofAZTin 1987 and
protease inhibitors in the 1990s, AIDS
was an unknown and untreatable illness.
At the beginning of the epidemic, physi-
cians struggled with the inevitable loss of
their patients. Dr. Peter Selwyn was
among these physicians, but has distin-
guished himself through his tireless work
in this area. He is a well-known and
respected scientist and clinician, and it is
evident that he draws upon years of expe-
rience in this field to write this book.
Currently, he is the associate director of
theAIDS Program and associate professor
atthe Yale University School ofMedicine,
and describes his experiences as a physi-
cian treating AIDS patients, as the epi-
demic emerged in the Bronx during the
early 1980s.
Arriving at Montefiore Medical
Center in the Bronx as a medical intern in
1981, Dr. Selwyn remained there for ten
years working in the areas of HIV and
drug abuse. Immersing himselfin the lives
ofhis patients, he felt privilege from shar-
ing in their physical and emotional strug-
gles, yet frustration when there was little
he could do for them as a physician. He
was especially affected by the brevity of
theirlives, and vividly recalled how one of
his patients felt that, "AIDS is kind oflike
life,just speeded up."
In this book, he shares intimate
vignettes of his patients who struggled
with this untreatable disease while dealing
with other imminent problems in their
lives such as prostitution, drug abuse,
pregnancy, and providing for their fami-
lies. He also writes about how his person-
al life is closely tied to his professional
life.
During these years at Montefiore, he
married and started a family. It was only
after he had his own family, that Dr.
Selwyn realized the similarities between
his life and the lives ofhis dying patients.
They, like him, were mostly young adults,
and some had families. Their children,
like him, will grow up without a parent.
Aaron Selwyn, the author's father,
died under different circumstances. He
suddenly tookhis life when the authorwas
an infant. The suicide of his father has
been a continuing source of grief for him
and his family. The subject ofhis father, as
well as the circumstances surrounding his
death, was rarely discussed, and the men-
tion of his name brought silence and for-
lorn expressions. The author explains that
death by suicide, similar to AIDS, carries
with it a certain stigma, "both those who
die and those who survive are too often
clouded by shame, opprobrium, and the
fearful impulse to remain silent."
However, after thirty years of repressed
feelings, a workshop lead by Dr. Elisabeth
Kubler-Ross, finally allowed him to come
to terms with his father's death.
Dr. Selwyn eloquently and relevantly
ties each facet of his life into his book,
Surviving the Fall. The accounts of his
patients and his own self-discovery are
compelling. Even for those who are unfa-
miliar with the subjects of AIDS or sui-
cide, it is accessible and enjoyable to read.
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